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Summary 

The federal budget is central to Congress’s ability to exercise its “power of the purse.” Each fiscal 
year Congress and the President undertake a variety of steps intended to set levels of spending 
and revenue and to make policy decisions. The purpose of this report is to provide an overview 
and background on the current budget debate. This report will track legislative events related to 
the federal budget and will be updated as budgetary legislation moves through Congress. 

In recent years, policies enacted to restrain spending, along with a stronger economy, have led to 
reductions in the budget deficit. On August 2, 201 1, the President signed into law the Budget 
Control Act of 201 1 (PL. 112-25). The BCA contained a variety of measures intended to reduce 
the deficit by at least $2.1 trillion over the FY2012-FY2021 period, along with a mechanism to 
increase the debt limit. Two subsequent pieces of legislation have modified the BCA since it was 
enacted — the American Taxpayer Relief Act of 2012 (ATRA; PL. 112-240) and the Bipartisan 
Budget Act of 2013 (BBA; PL. 113-67). Both pieces of legislation allow for more discretionary 
spending than was provided under the BCA for FY2013, FY2014, and FY2015. Various deficit 
reduction measures were included to offset the costs of the changes to spending levels in both 
ATRA and the BBA. The BCA and the BBA will continue to affect spending levels in FY2015 
and beyond as Congress may debate whether or not to enact further changes. 

The Obama Administration released its FY2015 budget in two parts — the first on March 4, 2014, 
and the second on March 10, 2014. In his budget, President Obama proposes an “Opportunity, 
Growth, and Security Initiative” to provide additional funding for unspecified discretionary 
programs in FY2015. The budget also proposes to eliminate the BCA sequester on mandatory 
programs in FY2015. These proposals yield a deficit for FY2015 that is slightly higher than what 
is currently projected in the CBO baseline. 

Congressional consideration of FY2015 budget and appropriations legislation has already begun. 
The BBA contained a provision directing the House and Senate Budget Committee chairmen to 
file spending and revenue levels in the Congressional Record that would be enforceable in the 
same manner as a concurrent budget resolution for FY20 1 5 if an agreement on a budget 
resolution could not be reached by April 15, 2014. However, nothing would preclude Congress 
from acting on a budget resolution for FY2015 even after those levels have been filed. It has been 
reported that Senate Budget Committee Chairman Patty Murray has signaled that the provisions 
contained in the BBA make a budget resolution for FY2015 unnecessary. On April 10, 2014, the 
House agreed to a budget resolution (H.Con.Res. 96, 113 th Congress) by a vote of 219 to 205. 

Though the federal budget deficit has fallen in recent years, CBO, GAO, and the Administration 
agree that current federal fiscal policies are unsustainable in the long term. Projections indicate 
that putting the federal budget on a sustainable long-term path will require an agreement on 
additional deficit reduction. Such an agreement could include increases in revenues, changes to 
large spending programs, or some combination of the two. 



Congressional Research Service 



The Federal Budget: Overview and Issues for FY2015 and Beyond 



Contents 

Overview 1 

Budget Cycle 1 

Budget Baseline Projections 2 

Spending and Revenue Trends 4 

Federal Spending 5 

Federal Revenue 7 

Deficits, Debt, and Interest 9 

Budget Deficits 9 

Federal Debt and Debt Limit 9 

Net Interest 10 

Recent Budget Policy Legislation and Events 11 

Budget Control Act of 201 1 11 

American Taxpayer Relief Act of2012 11 

Appropriations and Government Shutdown 12 

The Bipartisan Budget Act of 2013 12 

Budget for FY2015 13 

Obama Administration’s FY2015 Budget 13 

Deficit Projections in the FY2015 Budget 15 

The FY2015 Budget Resolution 16 

House Budget Resolution 17 

Considerations for Congress 17 

Addressing Ongoing Budget Issues 18 

FY2015 Appropriations 18 

Debt Limit 18 

Economic Considerations 18 

Long-Term Considerations 19 

Figures 

Figure 1. Total Outlays and Revenues, FY1970-FY2013 5 

Figure 2. Outlays by Type, FY2000-FY2024 6 

Figure 3. Revenue by Type, FY2000-FY2024 8 

Tables 

Table 1. Selected CBO Baseline Budget Projections 4 

Table 2. Proposed Discretionary Spending Levels in President’s FY2015 Budget Relative 
to Current Law, Before Adjustments 14 

Table 3. Fiscal Gap Under CBO’s Extended Baseline 20 



Congressional Research Service 



The Federal Budget: Overview and Issues for FY2015 and Beyond 



Appendixes 

Appendix. Budget Documents 21 

Contacts 

Author Contact Information 22 



Congressional Research Service 



The Federal Budget: Overview and Issues for FY2015 and Beyond 



T he federal budget is central to Congress’s ability to exercise its “power of the purse.” 
Federal budget decisions also express Congress’s priorities and reinforce Congress’s 
influence on federal policies. Making budgetary decisions for the federal government is a 
complex process and requires balancing competing goals. 1 Recent economic turmoil put a strain 
on the federal budget due to declining revenues and increasing spending levels. Subsequently, 
policies enacted to restrain spending, along with a recovering economy, have improved the 
budget outlook, at least in the near term. 

In August 2011, budget negotiations resulted in the enactment of the Budget Control Act of 20 1 1 
(BCA; RL. 112-25), which contained provisions to reduce the budget deficit by about $2 trillion 
over the next decade. Since that time, various legislative changes to the law have lessened the 
impact on certain types of federal spending. 2 In addition, the long-term costs of federal health 
care programs and the effects of the baby boom generation’s retirement continue to put pressure 
on the federal budget and have yet to be addressed. Operating these programs in their current 
form may pass on substantial economic burdens to future generations. Congress and the President 
may consider proposals for additional deficit reduction as fiscal issues may remain a key 
component of the legislative agenda. 

This report will provide an overview of federal budget issues, focusing on recent fiscal policy 
changes. It will also discuss the major policy proposals contained in the President’s FY2015 
budget and the Flouse and Senate budget resolutions. Finally, it also addresses major short- and 
long-term fiscal challenges. This report will track legislative events related to the federal budget 
and will be updated as budgetary legislation moves through Congress. 



Overview 

Each fiscal year Congress and the President undertake a variety of steps intended to set levels of 
spending and revenue and to make policy decisions. This section provides a brief summary of the 
budget cycle along with an explanation of how budget baselines are constructed. Budget baselines 
are used to measure how legislative changes affect the budget outlook and are integral to making 
these policy choices. 

Budget Cycle 3 

A single year’s budget cycle takes roughly three calendar years from initial formation by the 
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) until final audit. 4 The executive agencies begin the 
budget process by compiling detailed budget requests in the calendar year before the President’s 
budget submission. Many agencies start working on their budgets during the spring and 



1 For more information, see CRS Report 98-721, Introduction to the Federal Budget Process, coordinated by Bill 
Heniff Jr. 

“ For more information on the BCA, see CRS Report R41965, The Budget Control Act of 201 1 , by Bill Heniff Jr., 
Elizabeth Rybicki, and Shannon M. Mahan and CRS Report R4341 1, The Budget Control Act of 2011: Legislative 
Changes to the Law and Their Budgetary Effects, by Mindy R. Levit. 

3 This section provides an outline for the formulation and execution of a budget and appropriations cycle for a fiscal 
year. However, this timetable is not set in law and is often not adhered to. For more information on the effects of not 
adhering to “regular order,” see the section titled “Recent Budget Policy Legislation and Events.” 

4 CRS Report 98-325, The Federal Fiscal Year, by Bill Heniff Jr. 
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